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For a long time the actor’s performance (and more especially 
the specific nature of the film actor’s performance) have been 
considered to be peripheral and insignificant by film criticism 
and analysis. In fact, studies on performance are based on the 
paradox of adopting a normative approach in an area that seems 
to be averse to scientific objectivity: the actor has traditionally 
been considered as ephemeral, and our relationship with 
him or her is based essentially on affect. For this reason, the 
analysis of performance is fundamentally different from that 
of mise-en-scène, even if it is also developed using a rationale 
of observation, description and comment. In line with these 
premises, in this article I will examine three gestural registers 
of the actor, which are juggled simultaneously and are also 
administered or favored according to their nature or to the 
specific moment in the film: the credible, which relates to the 
ordinary and the real and is concerned with the character; the 
theatrical, which includes conventions and mannerisms and 
is concerned with the performer, and the ornamental, which 
includes everything associated with the non-natural (and 
choreography) and is concerned with the creator, who may be 
the actor or the director, or may even arise from a combination 
of both.  
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In periodicals dedicated to cinema, any reference to the 
actor appears as a parenthetical comment or conclusion 
to the film review (and rarely as part of the analysis), as 
if to compensate for an oversight. Michel Chion captured 
this phenomenon with a noteworthy remark: ‘The actor 
is […] what shames the critic, exposing the limits of his 
comprehension and reduces it to the commonplace, vague, 
intuitive sensibility of the ordinary spectator’ (CHION, 
1988). In the work of researchers like James Naremore, 
Foster Hirsch, Roberta Pearson, Patrick McGilligan, Alain 
Bergala, Luc Moullet, Jacqueline Nacache, Geneviève Sellier, 
Vincent Amiel, Nicole Brenez, Michel Cieutat, Christophe 
Damour and others, we can see the emergence of a desire 
to reflect on something that for a long time was viewed as 
peripheral, insignificant, if not outright disheartening: the 
actor’s performance and, more precisely, the specific nature 
of the film actor’s performance. 
Will actor studies ever be able to achieve scientific objectivity, 
considering the room this still new field of study leaves for 
irrational and impulsive responses? Is such an achievement 
desirable in any case? For many years, the actor was the 
ephemeral: it is not possible to suddenly begin studying a 
subject that we have always believed to be fleeting using 
the criteria of the enduring. Moreover, our relationship as 
spectators with the film actor is to a large extent associated 
with emotion; that is, with our mood, our state of mind 
at the time of watching the film, or even our age, and our 
attraction or aversion to the actor in question. It would seem 
indispensable to preserve this variable, even if it means that 
more rigorous minds must agree to suspend their scientific 
demands for a moment, just as the fiction spectator tacitly 
accepts the rule of the ‘willing suspension of disbelief ’ 
described by Coleridge back in the early nineteenth century 
(COLERIDGE, 1817).
On the other hand, the desire for a framework is also 
justifiable. To this end, an analysis can be conducted in 
three stages: observation, description, and comment. Of 
course, the development and relative importance of each 
stage is not the same for studying the work of the mise-en-
scène (as is so often done) as for examinations of the actor’s 
performance. While observing what a filmmaker places on 
the screen is reasonably comparable to observing what an 
actor displays on the screen, the description stage is clearly 
different in the two cases. Describing what we perceive 
of the mise-en-scène is a practice that often borders on 
paraphrase, and to avoid this, elements of speculation may 
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be mixed into the description. Describing what we perceive 
in the actor’s performance often entails transferring to the 
conscious level a procedure of which previously only the 
effect was considered; to ensure that the credibility of the 
effect remains intact, the process of its creation should not 
be perceptible. But when the spectator becomes an observer, 
identifying the effect produced is no longer enough: the 
observer examines how it has been produced. The British 
researcher Richard Dyer, a figure of primordial importance 
in ‘star studies’, offers an excellent summary of what actors 
leave of themselves on the screen: 
Performance is what the actor does in addition to the ac-
tions/functions she or he performs in the plot and the lines 
she or he is given to say. Performance is how the action/
function is done, how the lines are said.
The signs of performance are: facial expression; voice; 
gestures (principally of hands and arms, but also of any 
limb, e.g. neck, leg); body posture (how someone is standing 
or sitting); body movement (movement of the whole body, 
including how someone stands up or sits down, how they 
walk, run, etc.). (DYER, 1979, p. 151)
The performance places these components in the perspective 
of a wider system, of the persona (in the case of leading 
actors) and/or the technique (in the case of character 
actors): recurring gestures, idiosyncrasies, mannerisms or, 
conversely, breaks with usual habits, surprise effects. 
We can observe that the film actor simultaneously juggles 
three gestural registers, which he or she doses out or 
privileges according to their nature or the moment of the 
film: the credible, the theatrical, and the ornamental. The 
gestures of the credible cover all gestures associated with 
the ordinary, the practical, the functional, the real, and are 
concerned with the character. The gestures of the theatrical 
group together the existing conventions and codes, but 
also recognisable idiosyncrasies and mannerisms: they are 
concerned with the performer who, on the one hand, uses 
the existing codes and, on the other, employs gestures that 
already identify that performer in the eyes of the spectator, 
placed at the service of the character that is to be portrayed. 
Finally, the gestures of the ornamental register include 
everything associated with the non-natural, body posture, 
choreography, even acrobatics, and are concerned with the 
creator. This creator may be the actor or the director, or may 
even arise out of a combination of both. 
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1. The credible and the character
Gestures associated with the credible are often so obvious that 
they can be ignored. Characters in theatre had a long history 
of being shown engaging in strictly conventional activities 
(writing, sitting at a desk, sewing, arranging flowers, holding 
a glass or a cup), and early cinema basically continued this 
tendency, to such an extent that any exception stands out 
starkly: the gestures of workers on the land in Griffith’s films 
in the United States (A Corner in Wheat, 1909), or in Victorien 
Jasset’s work in France (The Great Mine Disaster [Au pays des 
ténèbres, 1912]), or even at sea in André Antoine’s L’Hirondelle 
et la Mésange (1919). 
However, in sound films, the gestures of the credible strike the 
spectator’s gaze as trivial or avant-garde details, as filmmakers 
then sought to establish a contrast between the intimate or 
solemn nature of the words and the banality of the gesture 
performed. In American cinema, Gregory La Cava thus 
experiments with different elements linked to the direction of 
the actor; for example, in the classic comedy My Man Godfrey 
(1936), Carole Lombard and William Powell discuss the 
problematic nature of their future as a couple (he is a domestic 
servant, she is his boss) while washing the dishes. Some years 
later, a famous scene in The Magnificent Ambersons (Orson 
Welles, 1942) proposed a more dramatic balance: Tim Holt 
obstinately goes on eating his strawberry tart (gesture of the 
credible) while Agnes Moorehead, at his side, progressively 
abandons the attentive gestures typical of a thoughtful aunt as 
she descends into complete and utter hysteria (now exhibiting 
gestures of the theatrical). 
In France, sound films, and particularly the poetic realist trend, 
seemed to bring credibility to the dialogue. In the films of Renoir 
or Duvivier in the 1930s, the screenplays of Jacques Prévert, 
Henri Jeanson or Charles Spaak, despite their claims to poetry, 
approach the credible through the use of familiar language that 
often frees the gesture from its illustrative function (consider 
the purely conventional bustle in the kitchen in Bizarre, Bizarre 
[Drôle de drame, Marcel Carné, 1937] or the manual work of 
Jean Gabin, more evident in the dialogue than in the images 
in Daybreak [Le Jour se lève, Marcel Carné, 1939])1. An heir 
to Renoir, Jacques Becker was also open to the behaviourism 
of ‘American-style’ acting; from his first films, in the 1940s, he 
Clara Calamai and Massimo Girotti in Ossessione (Visconti, 1943)
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accorded the gestures of the credible a new importance: for 
example, Raymond Rouleau holding a pin cushion in Paris 
Frills (Falbalas, 1945), or, later, Serge Reggiani using a plane 
(Casque d’or, 1951), finally culminating in the almost Bressonian 
austerity of The Hole (Le Trou, 1959). This credibility borders on 
meticulousness in the numerous depictions of the man at work 
present in the films of Claude Sautet, Becker’s true successor 
(Daniel Auteuil’s work as a luthier in A Heart in Winter [Un 
cœur en hiver, 1992]). The realm of the character prepares the 
arrival of the realm of the performer and, in this specific case, 
minimises the realm of the creator. 
Neorealism also played a decisive role. This was not so much 
the case in the gestures of non-professional actors, often chosen 
precisely for the credibility of their appearance; the fishermen 
(La terra trema, Luchino Visconti, 1948), Lamberto Maggiorani 
(Bicycle Thieves [Ladri di biciclette, Vittorio De Sica, 1948]) 
and Maria Pia Casilio in her activities as a domestic servant 
(Umberto D., De Sica, 1950): grinding the coffee, stretching 
out her foot to close a wardrobe without getting up, aiming 
the water from the tap at the wall to drown a line of ants and 
then lifting it to her mouth to drink. In the case of professional 
actors, whose performance was more codified then than it is 
now, the appearance of gestures like these is even more striking: 
Clara Calamai at the stoves in Obsession (Ossessione, Visconti, 
1943), or Massimo Girotti sticking two fingers into the frying 
pan to take hold of a piece of meat, in the same film. 
The appearance of such gestures is associated with a marked 
change in narrative style that characterises the post-war period: 
either the narration is stripped of anecdotal deviations to adopt 
a linearity deemed more realistic (the ‘neorealisms’: in Italy, but 
also in the UK, in Japan, and even in the United States), or it 
is filled out to bring it closer to the richness of the novelesque 
(Welles, Visconti, Max Ophüls). Certain more distant film 
traditions, like the Japanese, did not wait so long to bring the 
register of the credible into the foreground: in the films of Ozu, 
Mizoguchi or Naruse, for reasons no doubt rooted in their 
culture and philosophy, the gestures of the credible (activities 
associated with tea, rice, dressing and make-up) serve as a 
screen to cover the expression of emotions deemed too indecent. 
Conversely, other film traditions like the Indian, often omit it 
even today: this is not the case of Satyajit Ray, of course, who 
on the whole is more ‘Western’, but it can be said of Mehboob 
Khan or Guru Dutt, the great novelesque filmmakers, in whose 
work the credible is naturally dissolved in the ornamental. 
Even in a social film like Mother India (Mehboob Khan, 1957), 
working on the land serves more to “compose” an allegorical 
tableau than to put together a documentary record.
The frenzied conciseness that dominated the first half of the 
classical era of American cinema (1930-1945), along with the 
emphasis placed on the star, accorded vital importance to the 
almost direct recourse to the realm of the performer, at the 
expense of gestures of the credible.2 The slowing down of the 
pace, associated with the emergence of a new generation of 
actors more concerned with gestural variation, would make this 
change essential. The Best Years of Our Lives (William Wyler, 
1946) is symptomatic of this evolution: not only is the film itself 
twice as long (three hours) as the traditional fiction films of the 
1930s, but the emphasis on daily life is essential to its dramatic 
structure. The character of the soldier who has had both hands 
amputated at the forearm (Harold Russell, an actor, former 
combatant, and genuine amputee) takes on meaning only in 
the difficulty he faces in carrying out certain everyday actions, 
culminating in that magnificent moment at bedtime when his 
father helps him remove his prosthetic limbs and puts him 
to bed. As a complement to a subtle system of mise-en-scène 
based on perspective, the gestures of the credible can thus be 
brought into the foreground, as if to dramatise, by antiphrasis 
or understatement, the gestures of the theatrical, which are 
relegated to the background: as in the famous scene in which 
the image is dominated by Fredric March, Harold Russell and 
Hoagy Carmichael playing piano and singing, while in a phone 
booth in the background, we can discern, by his gestures and 
expression, Dana Andrews breaking up with Teresa Wright.
In each of these cases, the aim is to recreate the mundane, the 
non-significant, the non-expressive. Whether this recreation 
is realised through an exhaustive mimicry (Robert De Niro 
obtaining a taxi licence in preparation for his role in Taxi 
Driver [Martin Scorsese, 1976]), a convincing imitation 
(Cate Blanchett portraying Bob Dylan in I’m Not There [Todd 
Haynes, 2008]), or even a superficial impersonation, it is in 
1. A notable exception, also with Gabin: the gestures of the train employee 
in Jean Renoir’s The Human Beast (La Bête humaine, 1938).
2. For example, James Cagney’s famous gesture of squashing half a 
grapefruit on the cheek of a girlfriend who is irritating him (Public 
Enemy, William A. Wellman, 1931) falls in the category of the theatrical, 
its originality sidestepping the purely credible use that could have been 
made of the grapefruit up to the angry outburst.
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this stage that the pact is established between the actor and 
spectator: it is the moment when the latter agrees (or not) to 
believe that which the actor shows him or her, thereby allowing 
the actor to lead the spectator into more intimate or openly 
metaphorical realms. It is not so much a question of forgetting 
the actor behind the character as accepting the creation of the 
character while at the same time recognising the actor. Because 
the spectator’s pleasure (we are dealing, after all, with a logic of 
pleasure, it must be remembered) can never be released from 
its basic contradiction of wanting both to recognise and to be 
amazed. This brings us back to the principle of the ‘willing 
suspension of disbelief ’.
2. The theatrical and the performer 
Suspending the recognition of the actor is more a wish than 
a reality. To fully satisfy the spectator’s pleasure, the actor 
should always be ‘divinable’ behind the character. Diderot 
viewed it in the following terms: 
Reflect a little as to what, in the language of the theatre, is 
being true. Is it showing things as they are in nature? Certainly 
not. Were it so, the true would be the commonplace. What 
then is truth for stage purposes? It is the conforming of action, 
diction, face, voice, movement, and gesture, to an ideal type 
invented by the poet, and frequently enhanced by the player. 
(DIDEROT, 1883, p. 22)
This is expressed in a more secret realm: the realm of the 
performer. This realm makes use of a gestural register that does 
not involve the reconstituted naturalness of the character, but 
the fusion of codes and conventions with the non-simulated 
naturalness of the performer, thereby serving to express the 
character from within: the gestures of the theatrical. The 
paradox of the process is that the intimate and, in a certain 
sense, “natural” part of this realm, that which is constituted by 
the recognisable traits or “mannerisms” of the actor, will not 
appear continuously, but will break in sporadically through 
cracks in the credible. These cracks are fissures found not in 
the reconstituted naturalness, but rather in the concurrence 
between the naturalness of the character and that of the 
actor. The gestures of the theatrical pre-exist the film: either 
because the gestures of the famous actor are familiar to us, 
or because the gestures of the unknown actor are predictable 
or identifiable and are perceived as “performed” in that they 
are codified. In such situations, even in spite of ourselves, we 
find ourselves waiting to see the appearance of a reaction of 
anger, a threatening look or the hint of a tear. The gestures 
of the theatrical also include Gabin biting his lip when 
he is tense (not to mention his famous outbursts of rage), 
Marlene Dietrich’s haughty walk, James Stewart’s tremulous 
voice, Audrey Hepburn’s stiffened and slightly diagonal neck 
(generally accompanied by a frozen expression), the eruption 
of the ‘Pacino blast’3 or Maria Pia Casilio’s stifled tear in 
Umberto D. These gestures, whether the idiosyncrasies of a 
well-known star or a codified episode in an unknown actor 
(subjectively perceived as such by the spectator), establish the 
feeling of the performance. 
The theatrical has not always been framed in this way in 
the credible. In the 1920s and 1930s, the gestures of the 
theatrical predominated (which does not mean that actors’ 
performances in that era were mostly theatrical). The 
indispensable foundations of credibility were often aimed 
only at sustaining the power of the image, and later of the 
sound, perceived, in an era in which they still amazed the 
spectator, as irrefutable guarantors of realism. The actor could 
thus reduce the credible to a minimal expression and move on 
at once to the register of the theatrical. It is difficult to isolate 
instances of famous silent film actors in their credible register, 
and so what remains in our memories is the theatrical (or the 
ornamental), synthesised in the eccentric quality of a Greta 
Garbo or the physical elegance of a Chaplin, a Keaton or a 
Douglas Fairbanks. However, Mannequin (Frank Borzage, 
1937), even though it was directed by a filmmaker who always 
remained faithful to the principles of silent film, reveals 
how, with sound, a new demand for credibility emerged. 
Specifically, the moment when Joan Crawford, a movie star 
par excellence, drains the potatoes, begins peeling them 
and, exasperated by the men of the house, tips them all onto 
a plate suggesting that they should peel them themselves, a 
predictable reaction of impatience accompanied by a gesture 
that we naturally associate with her. 
3.  This refers to scenes of attacks of rage by Pacino, in which his voice 
is significantly amplified and his sweeping gestures underscore the 
vocal effect. 
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Physical changes of Patricia Arquette in Boyhood (Richard Linklater, 2014)
Physical changes of Ellar Coltrane in Boyhood (Richard Linklater, 2014)
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If the identification of an actor with a film character occurs 
harmoniously, the gestures of the theatrical lend even greater 
authenticity than a gesture of the credible, doing so from 
within. When James Stewart bites his fist, whether in a Frank 
Capra comedy, an Alfred Hitchcock suspense film or one of 
Anthony Mann’s westerns, the truth of the emotion strikes 
the spectator with full force, while making it impossible to 
distinguish between that which belongs to the actor and that 
which belongs to the character. Cinema, insofar as it captures 
the work of the actor, allows us to measure the recurrence of 
gestures and attitudes characteristic of the performer and 
their coincidence with the character portrayed. This personal 
background can sometimes be surprising, when it does not 
conform to convention. A counter-example of this can be 
found in On the Waterfront (Elia Kazan, 1954): in the scene in 
the car, at the critical point in the confrontation, Rod Steiger 
points a gun at Marlon Brando, his younger brother. It would 
be expected that the latter would react with fear or at least with 
tension, followed by a violent gesture aimed to wrestle the gun 
from his brother; however, Brando responds with gentleness, 
taking the barrel of the pistol with a graceful sadness. There 
is no fear, no threat, no violence, but only despondence in the 
face of a gesture that he appears to judge more childish than 
dangerous. Despite this surprise effect and this break with the 
expressive codes, we have not left the realm of the character and 
the gestures of the theatrical. 
Recent cinema has offered us a particularly fascinating 
experiment. Boyhood (Richard Linklater, 2014) was made in 
fragments over the course of 12 years, with the aim of fully 
capturing the physical evolution of the actors/characters over 
the course of time, including both professionals (Patricia 
Arquette, Ethan Hawke) and amateurs (Ellar Coltrane, or 
the filmmaker’s daughter Lorelei Linklater). These physical 
changes become the dramatic matter of a film which, 
furthermore, adopts a narrative development that could be 
quite mundane (moving house, weddings, divorces, studying, 
cooking, family life). It is in the case of the young Ellar Coltrane 
that the spectacle is especially remarkable: the absence of any 
actor’s premeditation in the eight-year-old boy is progressively 
replaced with the consciousness of the performer. For example, 
the child’s involuntary furrowing of the brow turns, as the film 
progresses, into a performative procedure that belongs to the 
realm of the theatrical. 
3. The ornamental and the persona
Once the emotion in its immediate nature has been expressed, 
the opera singer modulates it, stretches it out, embellishes it 
with vocal arabesques, as if to extract its full substance. An 
analogous search for the ‘beautiful’ through the gesture and 
the posture is mentioned more than once in the writings of 
Stanislavski, and of Vsevolod Meyerhold, who himself ‘… until 
around 1919, advocated slow and measured gestures, almost 
like “freeze frames”, evoking a stain-glassed window or a fresco’ 
(BANNOUR, 1996).4 Just like musical theatre, cinema contains 
moments like this, veritable acting arias resulting from the 
synergy between two creators: the filmmaker and the actor. In 
The Godfather Part III (Francis Ford Coppola, 1990), crying over 
his daughter’s corpse, Michael Corleone (Al Pacino) expresses 
his pain in close-up. The actor displays the emotion on his face, 
where we see a mouth open and at the same time distorted by 
the pain and intensity of the cry it emits. The beauty of the actor’s 
work could be diminished, or even erased, if the mise-en-scène 
did not work to support it, to render it visible and vest it with 
a density in which, totally or partly, the specificity of cinema 
resides: obviously, the theatre would be technically incapable 
of bringing about what the camera does in this moment. The 
close-up of Al Pacino is soundless. It is slightly slowed down, 
making it possible to better capture the ornamental dimension 
of the performance. The hands conceal the face, rise to the eyes 
and reveal the distorted mouth, which will become the point 
to which the spectator’s gaze is inexorably drawn. This mouth 
twisted in pain is no longer a fleeting moment, but engraved 
upon a strip of eternity, like certain faces of Michelangelo or 
Caravaggio, frozen in their tension. The unrealistic duration 
of the facial expression then allows the spectator’s attention 
to leave the focal point of the distorted mouth to take in the 
surrounding view: that is, essentially, the gaze. We then bear 
witness, in accordance with the tiny alterations in the size of the 
eyes and the direction of the pupils, to a series of nuances that 
would otherwise have been lost: shock, disbelief, realisation, 
pain in the true sense, anger, outrage perhaps, the devastation 
of the unavoidable blow. In a final expressive arabesque, the 
sound comes back slowly; the cry, at first unreal, takes its place 
in the realist apparatus of the story; to allow the breakdown, 
the face once again finds its usual mobility and speed. We are 
now in the realm of the creator: Pacino has created something 
that goes beyond our everyday perception and Coppola has 
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4.  The author continues: ‘Enamoured with the Italian painters of the 
pre-Renaissance, he made his actors adopt poses similar to those of 
Giotto, Fra Angelico, Botticelli, or Pontormo.’
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created the form that facilitates that expressive perception that 
is unique to cinema. This form has an ornamental dimension, 
although if only because it evokes painting and sculpture. But 
it is also ornamental in the sense that it adds to the real. This 
characteristic is typical of Pacino who, perhaps unconsciously 
stumbling upon the technique of the kabuki (notably the mie 
pose that freezes emotion forcefully in order to make it visible), 
revels in a performance that is naturally convulsive and filled 
with spectacular interruptions, powerfully evoking pictorial 
and sculptural attitudes of the Italian Renaissance: arms 
drawn apart from the body, executing twirls and arabesques, 
imploring facial expressions directed upwards, lifeless bodies. 
In this specific case, the creation of the actor takes on a fully 
monumental dimension thanks to the director’s intervention; 
if it had not been so, we would probably have remained in the 
realm of the character and the gestures of the theatrical. 
This same observation is made by Nicole Brenez, in different 
terms and on a matter not at all monumental, in her landmark 
essay on Shadows (John Cassavetes, 1959):
The work of Shadows is decidedly non-naturalistic: the first 
time that Ben crosses the main road is presented in staccato 
and in a discretely stroboscopic manner; Hugh’s sprints to the 
station track the hops in his run, in an effort to capture the 
pulse, the beat, in the ordinary movement of transforming 
the most mundane gesture into a visual event. With this 
rhythmic examination as a background, the gesture becomes 
an affective hypothesis, facilitating often unexpected and 
subtle innovations. Greeting and at the same time attacking the 
pigeons (Marlon Brando in On The Waterfront was content just 
to stroke them); embracing around a gloomy metal pipe (an 
invention that recalls the way that James Dean in Rebel without 
a Cause could metamorphose the simple action of lying on a 
couch into a metaphysical childbirth), transforming anything, 
a sign, a boundary, something on the threshold of existence 
into an existential moment. (BRENEZ, 1995)
The absence of naturalism brings together the spontaneity 
apparently preserved by Cassavetes in Shadows and the operatic 
breadth consciously pursued by Coppola in The Godfather Part 
III. The realm of the creator is the virtual space where ‘the most 
mundane gesture’ is transformed into a ‘visual event’, whether 
because the actor takes the initiative through the gestures of 
the ornamental or because the mise-en-scène transmutes the 
gestures of the credible recreated by the actor into gestures of 
the ornamental. This transmutation is particularly palpable 
in the films of Cassavetes, but it is suggested by a vision that 
is not merely admiring of but veritably fascinated with the 
performance the actor gives when the camera is rolling. 
It is rare for the ornamental realm of an actor to take over an 
entire film. It is more common for it to appear sporadically, 
in a pact between actor and director. A well-known moment 
in Sunset Blvd. (Billy Wilder, 1950) can illustrate this point. 
At the end of her violent diatribe on contemporary cinema, 
Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson), who was seated until 
then, rises to her feet swiftly, turns around and, slowing down 
her movements, pauses in a profile shot; her raised and tensed 
hand then abandons the realm of the character to acquire a 
metonymic meaning, becoming a symbol of a time when the 
film actor’s performance disdained the credible to privilege the 
theatrical and the ornamental. The mise-en-scène, essentially 
through the hyperbolic music and the light,5 will dramatise this 
embellishment that originates with the actor. Wilder openly 
acknowledged Gloria Swanson’s role as a creator in this scene, 
as well as the scene of the final descent down the stairway, 
another emblematically “ornamental” moment. 
The gestures of the ornamental, while they may have a value in 
terms of posture (Sunset Blvd.) or of modulation (The Godfather 
Part III), may not always break away completely from the 
gestures of the credible: Becker blends or superimposes the 
different registers, but never isolates them. Michael Chekhov, 
a rebellious spirit, at once a respecter and a dissenter of the 
teachings of Stanislavski from which he benefited, who had an 
important career as an actor and teacher in the United States 
and who dedicated his final years to film, believed that: 
The actor cannot deny form, as in any case he must always 
manage the form of his own body. […] To produce a strong 
and harmonious impression, our feelings and our voluntary 
impulses must be formulated on the stage at the same time as 
the moving, changing forms of our body. (CHEKHOV, 1995)
 
A way of not dissociating the ornamental from the theatrical 
and the credible. 
Although the concept of film analysis itself has appeared 
only occasionally in this paper, the practice thereof has been 
5. Black background, and a beam of blinding light from the movie 
projector. Norma’s face is located in this stream of light, creating a 
spectacular backlit effect that transfers the spectator’s imagination 
to the lighting conventions of silent films and that underscores (and 
complements) the tensing of the hand, raised dramatically to the 
height of the face.
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fundamental to support the proposition contained in these 
pages. It is thus understood that film analysis is indeed an 
essential tool, even the privileged tool, for actor studies. It not 
only makes possible the exploration of the actor’s behaviour on 
the screen, but also operates as a safeguard which, in the absence 
of a guarantee of absolute objectivity, at least prevents the kind 
of interpretative excesses that the unstable terrain of acting 
performance can engender. An interpretative element is not 
only inevitable but desirable; however, it should be compared 
regularly against what can be observed in the image. If the desire 
to understand how an actor performs on the screen comes from 
a fascination at once accepted and experienced by the spectator, 
that fascination needs to be suspended temporarily through the 
practice of film analysis. And even if, once this comparison with 
the image is completed, the fascination resumes, it will have 
been enriched through its subjection to the test of observation 
of the mechanisms. The examination of an admired scene 
reveals its almost musical modulation and eliminates the 
suspicions of those who shun film analysis out of fear that 
it may destroy the illusion. Examining the development of a 
scene, its cadence, its real architecture, is not like disassembling 
a mechanism to see how it works; rather, it would be almost 
like confirming one’s own inability to repeat the miracle, once 
the disassembly is complete. The element of randomness is not 
reduced to nothing, but remains more rock-solid than ever. By 
approaching the mystery, we delay its solution even longer. 
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